Jonathan Richardson's Hymn to God'
Writing in 1732 to his friend Jonathan Richardson senior, the portrait painter, Alexander Pope referred to his yet unpublished Essay on Man as 'the Essay to which you are so partial.' 1 Soon after, Richardson reaffirmed his admiration by sending to Pope a poem of praise, To the Concealed Author of an Essay on Man/ which Pope later published. 2 It is not surprising that Richardson felt a particular regard for the Essay on Man; not only had he been one of the few people who knew of the Essay's authorship before Pope published it anonymously in 1733, but he had also himself written a long poem with very similar themes twenty years previously. Richardson's poem is not a literary masterpiece like Pope's Essay on Man. It was written under entirely different, and very personal circumstances, and was not among Richardson's many published writings. 3 Entitled 'Hymn to God,' it exists only in a seventy-page autograph manuscript which seems hitherto to have attracted no scholarly attention whatsoever. 4 1 believe it is of considerable interest, however, and will attempt to indicate why in what follows.
Richardson wrote out the 'Hymn to God' in January of 1711/12, when he was about forty-five years old; it thus predates all of his published works, the earliest of which was An Essay on the Theory of Painting of 1715. The poem is dedicated by Richardson to his children, and its long preface contains biographical information which both sheds new light on the painter's life and provides a context for the 'Hymn.' In the preface, Richardson apologizes to his children, the oldest of whom was about eighteen at the time, for the fact that he will not be able to leave them a very large inheritance. One of the reasons for this, he says, was his late start in his profession; he lost several precious years by being 'put into a wrong Path at ye first setting out.' This confirms George Vertue's statement that Richardson trained as a scrivener before he apprenticed as a painter. 5 The second excuse given by Richardson deserves quotation in full:
Another 6 We know that Richardson suffered some sort of religious crisis early in his career from remarks made by his son, Jonathan junior, in his posthumously published Richardsoniana and Morning Thoughts, the latter being an annotated collection of some of his father's poetry. 7 We learn therein, for example, that the painter was consulting such eminent divines as Bishops Fleetwood and Tenison during his period of religious doubts. But the 'Hymn to God' provides an early account by Richardson himself that clarifies the extent to which he was totally preoccupied with these issues in about 1703. Furthermore, the Hymn itself makes explicit the religious position at which Richardson eventually arrived.
He dedicated this testimony of faith to his children as a sort of spiritual legacy. Unable to leave them great material wealth, he offers them his 'Hymn' in the hope that it will help to enrich their minds, for, he says, 'Noble & Justifiable Ideas of God, of Religion and Notions of the State of things, Contentment, & a certain way of improving everything to our Advantage' constitute 'a sort of Mental Wealth' which is just as important as a glittering fortune. Richardson has no illusions about this 'Hymn' being great poetry; he says that he simply believed his thoughts 'would be more agréable in Verse, tho incorrect, than in Prose.' He wrote the 'Hymn' in short lines of unrhymed verse.
As its title indicates, the poem is basically a hymn of praise and thanksgiving to God. Within this framework, however, Richardson reveals much about both his personal values and the philosophical positions which he had examined, rejected, or accepted. I will briefly outline the contents of the 'Hymn,' and then focus on some of its more interesting themes. It begins with a discussion of the omnipotence and perfect wisdom of God, which includes consideration of man's place within the great chain of being, and the necessary imperfections of man.
Richardson then describes what a more perfect world than our own would hypothetically be like. This is followed by descriptions of various parts of God's creation, including celestial bodies and other worlds, the sea, the elements, animals and plants, by which His existence is known. His description of human attributes includes discussion of the roles of self love, passion and reason in determining our actions. He next turns to domestic pleasures, notably the state of matrimony, and finally a declaration of his own aims and values in daily life. The two major themes that run through the 'Hymn' are first, that our knowledge of God's perfect wisdom and pre-determined scheme of things should be a source of happiness and security to us; and second, that it is reason which both rules God's eternal scheme, and makes knowledge of Him possible on our part.
In discussing aspects of Richardson's 'Hymn,' I will reverse his order of topics and begin with themes of biographical interest and then end with his philosophical position. Comments on Richardson's character that have survived from the eighteenth century portray him as a pious, earnest, mild-mannered person, who took himself very seriously and was a coffee-house bore. 8 We also know that he was seemingly deeply affected by his wife's death in middle-age, and that he had a very close relationship with his son Jonathan junior. The 'Hymn to God' confirms the accuracy of this characterization, but provides extended examples of Richardson's attitudes in his own words. Appraising his own character, for example, he writes that he is: Richardson's wife was seemingly a passive, if supportive bystander through his own period of religious inquiry.
This list of his wife's admirable qualities is followed by Richardson's description and celebration of the happiness he has found in marriage: 'Nor History, nor Poetry can boast / Of Wedded Love more perfect than is ours' he claims, for example (fol. 60). This in turn is followed by a more abstract discourse on the advantages of 'Sacred Wedlock.' His preoccupation with these themes is also evident elsewhere in the 'Hymn.' One of the most touching sections of the poem is a long passage (fols.52-4) about the unhappy circumstances of losing a beloved spouse. Although Elizabeth Richardson was perfectly healthy in 1711/12, this description seems vividly to foretell her death in middle age in 1726, and Richardson's reactions to that event. Roger Lonsdale has drawn attention to a remarkable series of poems (posthumously published in Morning Thoughts) which Richardson wrote on the subject of his bereavement. 10 Some of the very themes and metaphors of these, such as the experience of dreaming of a departed spouse, had in fact been developed fifteen years earlier in the 'Hymn to God' where, however, they form part of a hypothetical situation, as opposed to an experienced one. The deep affection and regard which Richardson had for his wife, and his profound fear of losing her which are expressed so clearly in the 'Hymn,' put into perspective the long-lasting grief which her death actually occasioned. The Hymn's most successful passages as poetry are perhaps some of Richardson's evocative descriptions of parts of God's creation, or of the details of imagined situations. There is quite a poetic outburst about clouds, for example (fol. 24), and a very effective portrayal of a plague (fols.28-32). We know from his published writings that Richardson particularly admired the ability of painters like Raphael to enrich a narrative with appropriate details, and of poets like Milton to create vivid pictures by means of words. In parts of the Hymn, like the plague description, he seems himself to be attempting this sort of evocative representation of a scene or series of scenes which involve human activities and emotions.
Among his wife's virtues, Richardson had praised her for believing implicitly what the Church of England required. Elsewhere in the poem he refers to his own religious beliefs as being on the whole 'Not inconsistent with the publick Faith,/ What the Established Church Believes, and Wills/ To be believ'd by all within her reach' (fol. 68). They may not have been inconsistent with orthodox dogma, but they are of a marked deistic nature, similar to the ideas expressed in Pope's 'Essay on Man.' In his personal quest for faith, Richardson came out clearly on the side of natural religion, and secure in his belief that 'Whatever is, is right. ' The optimistic fatalism of Richardson's views is evident in the early pages of the 'Hymn to God' and is restated in a number of ways throughout. One of his initial descriptions of God's omnipotence reads:
Governing always, irresistable, Unchangeable, impossible to Err, Impossible to Will but as it does, Such the Perfection of thy Nature is! A little further on he writes: And twenty years later Pope writes: So Man, who here seems principal alone, Perhaps acts second to some sphere unknown, Touches some wheel, or verges to some goal; 'Tis but a part we see, and not a whole. (Essay on Man, I, 57-60) But whereas much of Pope's argument in the first part of the Essay on Man is directed at criticizing the pride of man in thinking himself the main object of the universe, Richardson's discussion has rather different ends. His serves as a justification of his own contentment with his lot, and as a statement of doctrine for his children. In the preface to the 'Hymn to God' Richardson says that he has not 'gone into the Proof of the notions expressed in the poem, because he has done so 'elsewhere in my other writings.' Exactly what these 'other writings' were which Richardson had completed before 1711 we do not know; no manuscripts survive of the philosophical proofs of his religious beliefs. However, I think parts of these early speculative writings may survive in Richardson's Two Discourses, his work on connoisseurship which was published in 1719. The first edition of the Two Discourses contains some rather lengthy digressions on theological and philosophical issues; these sections of the book were apparently sharply criticized, and they were omitted or drastically shortened in subsequent editions.
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In any case, Richardson's inclusion of this sort of material in his arttheoretical works is now easier to understand, given the background of the 'Hymn to God. ' Another of his beliefs which is clearly stated in the 'Hymn,' and which must originally have been supported by a long-winded argument in his 'other writings,' was that God's existence can be inferred using reason from the natural world, without the need of supernatural revelation or religious institutions, (fols. Other examples of Richardson's wish to dispense with organized religion, and his particular abhorrence of rituals associated with Roman Catholicism, occur throughout the 'Hymn. ' Parallel passages expressing these same ideas in more elegant and concise form are again to be found in Pope's Essay on Man. Like those with fatalistic overtones, these passages were the ones found most exceptionable by Pope's continental critics, and defended by Warburton. Not surprisingly, however, on the issue of religious rites and priests, the Essay is less outspoken than Richardson's 'Hymn.' I do not wish to suggest that Richardson's 'Hymn to God' necessarily served as a direct source of ideas or inspiration to Pope when he was writing his Essay on Man. However, I do think that Richardson's manuscript should be of interest not only to those like myself who are concerned with Jonathan Richardson's life and ideas, but also to Pope scholars. Pope and Richardson were close friends from at least as early as 1725 until Pope's death; as their surviving correspondence indicates, they enjoyed one another's company and frequently got together for purposes of informal conversation. 12 Much has been made in Pope scholarship of the possible influence of Bolingbroke's philosophical ideas on the content of the Essay on Man. But surely Richardson's significant presence should also be acknowledged. He was an intimate friend who had struggled at a personal level with these cosmic issues, and who, after much reading, consulting and reflection, had emerged from his doubts firmly believing in natural religion and a fatalistic Providence. Everything that we know about Richardson reveals that he was very open about discussing his beliefs with his friends, and very ready to show them examples of his poetry. Pope may well have read Richardson's 'Hymn to God', for he encouraged his friend's aspirations as a writer. 13 1 think that there can be little doubt that Pope and Richardson had often dwelt in conversation on many of the issues raised in the Essay on Man. Jonathan Richardson junior tells us that both he and his father were 'witness to the whole conduct of it [the Essay] in writing;' 14 it is very unlikely that they were mute witnesses.
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